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John McAleer is Associate Professor
of History at the University of South-
ampton. He was previously Curator of
Imperial and Naval History at the Na-
tional Maritime Museum, Greenwich.
His interest focuses on the history of
the English East India Company and
British influence in the world in the
18™ and 19" centuries. Until now, he
hasbecome known primarily as the au-
thor of dozens of studies mapping the
global and maritime context of the his-
tory of the British Empire, but also as
the editor of the Worlds of the East India
Company series by Boydell & Brewer
and co-editor of the Maritime Humani-
ties series of studies by Amsterdam Uni-
versity Press.

His latest monograph is focused
on a specific type of “everyday life”,
the life of passengers aboard East In-
diamen, ships that carried thousands
of passengers to the new colonies in
Asia. The book is focused on the less-
er-known, Atlantic part of the journey.
In the end, he places these experienc-
es in the broader history of the Eng-
lish East India Company and the Brit-
ish Empire in the period under review.

In the first chapter, the author in-
troduces the reader to the concept of
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the work, the main types of sources
and the dominant types of creators of
them, the development of historiog-
raphy to date, the methodology and
structure of the work. In the second
chapter, the author is interested in
what happened in the “wooden world”
of ships. In the center of attention is
not only the material culture on board,
daily practice, food and drink, but also
the feelings and concerns of the pas-
sengers, the ways they coped with the
difficulties of the journey, weather fluc-
tuations, diseases and cramped living
conditions. The author’s crosshairs in-
clude problematic food and extremely
limited privacy. The author is also in-
terested in how these small and inter-
nally differentiated groups of people
lived together and how they celebrat-
ed the rituals of long journeys.

The third chapter examines in more
detail the conditions under which
people experienced long-term sailing,
how they dealt with boredom, sepa-
ration from their home communities,
how they recorded these experiences
in their diaries and correspondence,
and what books they read.

The fourth and fifth chapters are de-
voted to observation, investigation,
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evaluation and research. The fourth
chapter concerns the sea, the fifth the
land. At the same time, the author fo-
cuses on the contradictions between
subjective perception and real obser-
vation. In the fourth chapter, you can
find knowledge about the sea, under-
water life, climate, celestial phenome-
na and changes in the starry sky. The
author does not neglect the collect-
ing passion of many passengers. The
fifth chapter, on the other hand, re-
flects on the stops on the way, on the
Atlantic islands and in Atlantic ports.
These stops not only allowed travelers
to gain strength and replenish sup-
plies, they also brought confrontation
with other European and non-Europe-
an cultures, other religions, other in-
habitants, sometimes causing cultural
disorientation. The author is interest-
ed not only in the interaction with
this environment, but also in the way
the findings are presented to the do-
mestic audience. Last but not least, he
is interested in the relationship with
representatives of competing coloni-
al empires.

In the end, the author states that
the journeys from Europe to Asia can-
not be dismissed as simply moving
from one place to another. He states

that the travelers were usually thrown
into realities regarding the size of the
globe, climate and natural phenome-
na with which they had no previous
experience and their knowledge, cap-
tured in the sources of a personal na-
ture, usually reflects this. For the pas-
sengers, the journeys were a source of
many insights, broadening horizons
and bringing initial ideas closer to
reality. In many cases, it was only dur-
ing the journey that travelers discov-
ered Britain’s true place in the mod-
ern world.

The value of McAleer’s book is in its
innovative approach. Until now, most
historians have examined the find-
ings of East India Company travelers
and employees in their Asian destina-
tions. They generally focused on the
end of the journey, not the journey it-
self. How ship passengers were affected
by the experience of transatlantic voy-
ages has been virtually neglected. The
author’s emphasis on historical sourc-
es should also be appreciated. John
McAleer has conveyed to the read-
er a wealth of information obtained
through careful study in many British
and South African archives.

Michal Wanner
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